The behaviour of heavy metals from the Guadalquivir estuary after the Aznalcóllar mining spill: field and laboratory surveys.
The spill at 'Los Frailes' caused a large input of metals into the riverine, estuarine and coastal ecosystems. Metal behaviour in natural waters can be studied both by performing field measurements, and by undertaking laboratory simulation experiments. Here is described the behaviour of the heavy metals Zn, Cd, Pb and Cu in the Guadalquivir estuary using incubation experiments and the results compared to those obtained during field assessments. If the toxic waste water had been discharged untreated into the environment, it could have raised the heavy metal concentrations in the estuary water to high values, such as 20.65 microM for Zn and 40 x 10(-3) microM for Cd. These values are several times higher than those obtained in samples collected in the area during the monitoring of the early impact. The metals present a non-conservative behaviour, with a high loss to waters of low salinity values.